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1 – How do you situate design practices today?
To me, design is fundamental to being human. It is evident in the use of stone tools, the growth
of cities, and the emergence of communication technologies. Etymologically “design” implies
the planning of actions that make real something that could not come about naturally.
Communities thrive when their members encourage each other to experiment with newness and
adopt practices that benefit them collectively. This was so for stone age cave dwellers,
indigenous populations in Australia, the craftsmen and women in medieval Europe, and how we
live today. Communities that failed to embrace innovations became the victims of oppressive
regimes and disappeared like the Incas whose routine practices of living were not sustainable in
the face of environmental changes.
It is important to acknowledge that early design practices were not associated with outstanding
individuals. We do not know the inventors of the wheel, the designers of alphabets, the builders
of clockworks, not even the architects of the Pantheon. Design was always a collaborative
practice, limited by media of communication, hence local. It was fueled by narratives of visions
of what seemed impossible, like the legendary Icarus in Greek mythology whose wings enabled
him to fly. These visions succeeded when they caught the attention of people willing to
rearticulate them and introduce variations that brought them closer to becoming real. Language
was and still is the platform for any design. Visions, mythical or practical, had to and still need to
be communicated to mobilize communities. Artifacts evolved collectively and their
reproductions spread by communication and imitation.
This situation changed drastically during the industrial revolution which thrived on the mass
production of previously unaffordable goods and services. In pursuit of their objectives,
manufacturers saw value in hiring competent artists who were more on touch with people’s
aspirations than engineers and factory owners. Artists who were willing to be part of the
industrial revolution became professional designers whose pursuit of aesthetic ideals of universal
beauty unwittingly supported their employers’ need to compete in mass markets. Aesthetics
became operationalized as popular appeal independent of rational utility. The task of industrial
designers became one of hiding the industrial origin of artifacts by forms that added subjective
values to them. While aesthetics cannot be entirely divorced from the social practices into which
mass produced artifacts ultimately entered, the criteria for good design become industrial values.
They served to homogenize large populations and made corporations indispensable participants
in everyday life. Regrettably, this one-dimensional conception of aesthetics is still pursued by
many educational design programs whose graduates are eager to fit into corporate jobs.

The advent of computational artifacts and digitalization more generally which give their users
spaces to shape their own worlds drastically challenged these conceptions. Computers are
essentially open systems that do little on their own unless programmed. Although ordinary users
of personal computers could rarely program them, they could download software of personal
interests from numerous sources and interface with them in ways no computer manufacturers
could foresee. Tailoring one’s personal computer means designing its usability.
While digitalization has not affected all products we live with, it is the leading technology. It is
omnipresent when communicating with friends, surfing the internet, buying online, or playing
games on cell phones. I contend that configuring them involves design practices that intrinsically
motivate their use. Participation in design teams that develop new ideas is also intrinsically
motivating.
I have argued that professional designers can no longer claim a monopoly of designing.
Designers had to add to their aesthetic sensitivities far more important competencies, in
particular the ability to communicate their conceptions and allow diverse communities to
interpret their artifacts in their own way and design the worlds they hope to occupy in their own
terms. To succeed, contemporary design needs to be delegated.
Some designers fear that delegating design to untrained others and letting it evolve in
unanticipated ways undermines their profession. I do not agree. In fact, designers who realize
this new mission free themselves from the obligation of serving industrial interests and can now
focus on what motivates their stakeholders’ creativity. Professional designers ought to lead
cultural developments much as leading poets create language that nobody thought they lagged,
making a difference in the social practices of living with technology.

2 – What is social about design practices?
Bees are said to be social insects. They coordinate their activities of gathering resources from
their surroundings, and transform them into beehives that nourish their young. Bees have been
around for a long time. While bees seemingly do the same thing over and over again, the sign
system they employ to divide their work, inform each other of essential matters, and the
“technologies” they create has been found to be constantly evolving, in effect creating distinct
cultures in different stocks.
We humans may not like to be compared to bees. However, I suggest that we too live in
communities with distinct habits and construct technologies that benefit us. We employ language
to coordinate our practices of living and direct our attention to what matters to us as members of
our communities. Unlike bees, we speak a language far more complex than any animal on earth.
Unlike bees, we can talk of the language we are using. We have inherited a conception of
language as symbolically representative of what exist. Scientific theories, for example, claim to
describe observable facts and extrapolate predictions from them. Unfortunately, this conception
of language prevents us from seeing what we are doing with it. Language does not merely
describe, it creates realities, for example, by declaring war or bankruptcy, or legislating
something to be a crime. We sign contracts with each other, live up to them, or end up in prison
for not complying with our commitments. We command obedience, articulate instructions for
using something to be used, reward someone for outstanding services or elect a parliamentary
representative. Most important is that we can articulate our dreams and desires and narrate, write

of, or depict not yet existing world that inspire us to make them real or do everything to prevent
them from coming into being.
We tend to talk of ideas in our head but do not pay attention that we are talking of them. Ideas
mean little unless we articulate them, unless our articulations change our own perceptions,
inform our actions, and encourage our fellow beings to respond to what we say. We have
numerous linguistic devices available to construct the very realities which we occupy, live with,
or aspire to change for own and others’ benefits.
As already mentioned, all design starts in language, in articulating problems and suggesting
solutions, in using metaphors from familiar domains of experiences to tackle something we do
not yet fully understand, and in conceptualizing opportunities nobody thought of before. The
essence of being social is to collectively language worlds into being that respect diverse
perceptions, abilities, and needs.
We see everyday artifacts not as they are but in terms of the categories we have for them. We
know to distinguish a car from a bus, a desk from a table, a villa from a church, although we
could easily imagine something that bridges such categories. We use adjectives that make the use
of particular artifacts desirable or to be dreaded. We stay away from a car described as a lemon,
but acquire one billed as the latest and most advanced. In politics, opponents of inheritance tax
call it a death tax implying outrage for collecting it. Racial, sexual, and social prejudices confine
our perception to stereotypes which when enacted results in discrimination. Everyday language
distinguishes between males and females. The absence of terms for people who do not fit either
category has led to violence. A knife may be acquired for cutting vegetables but can easily
become an instrument to pry open a can, or a weapon in the hands of a burglar. In fact, we do not
perceive the physicality of material artifacts but what they mean to us and we always act on our
perceptions.

3 – How do such resignifications happen?
Evidently, artifacts may acquire different meanings in support of different practices of living at
different times, for different communities, and in relation to contemporaneous artifacts. Let me
offer three examples.
The first came to me on a visit of the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s medieval armors collection.
Among swords, lances, helmets is a black body armor, dated and said to have been worn by a
knight from Brunswig, Germany. I recalled the mythical story of a black knight who always
appeared to the aid of the unjustly treated and set things right. I wondered whether anyone else
knew the meaning of this armor it had for me and how it got here. Surely, someone made it at a
shop managed by a nobility. We know nothing about the interactions between the craftsmen and
their superior client. Making an armor out of metal with silver inlays took time, exceptional
skills, and was probably badly rewarded. Its label said that it was worn at a wedding. One could
speculate having been used in a competitive tournament during which knights had to prove their
skills in pushing an opponent from his horse. For the participants in such a tournament the armor
meant something quite different from how its blacksmith perceived his work. When worn in
battle it was expected to protect its bearer from deadly blows, but did it? We know victorious
knights displayed the armors of those they defeated in their castles where they became trophies
of the victors’ successes. After the knights lost their social significance, armors became

collectors’ items, exchanged for money and a prided possession. Before the last owner of this
armor died, he gifted hi collection to the museum, perhaps for a tax advantage. Evidently, as the
armor traveled through several social systems and connecting it to other, which I call bricolages,
it acquired entirely different meanings. We tend to see only its present meaning in the display
case of a museum. Its history could be told but no longer lived.
The second example concerns the trickle down of innovations. Fashion designers know to secure
their status when they managed celebrities to wear their designs in public. The identity of
celebrities depends on appearing visibly different, perceived to be ahead of everyone else’s time,
and publicly admired for that. However, leading designs can also be copied by those who can
afford them. When designs are adopted by a second generation of users, the original celebrities
lose the signifying markers of their identity. In the process of moving down that social hierarchy,
designs lose their attractiveness and encourage those on top to find new ways of displaying their
status.
The third can be seen in processes of adopting new technologies, social practices, even political
ideas and how the evolve. There always are early adopters willing to balance the risk of failures
against the benefits of being pioneers. When these new technologies visibly work, they are
copied, applied more widely, and in that process modified and further developed. The Internet is
a good example. It is based on a relatively simple protocol (TCI/IP) by which packets of data are
routed through diverse networks to destinations. By linking numerous communication networks,
the Internet is immune to local breakdowns, hence is surprisingly reliable; and by connecting
countless computers, its capacity to store, communicate, and provide access to data is enormous.
This capacity invited discussion groups to form, websites to emerge, platforms for various
purposes to be developed, and search engines to be made available to users with little technical
knowledge of this technology functioned. The process developed slowly. Internet features
became part of everyday conversations and acquired meanings diverse enough to connect very
different communities. It spawned online banking and commerce, virtual universities, social
media, and a global economy, whose evolution is ongoing with no end in sight.
The point is that all physical artifacts find their places in the language of communities through
which they acquire always evolving meanings, uses, social roles. Just as language changes in
use, the same artifacts are constantly redefined, find new applications and connections with other
technologies, participate in forming huge technological complexes, and are systematically
replaced by more desirable ones.

4 – What does it take for designers to cope with this new reality?
As I suggested design is a fundamental human ability. It is practiced in everyday life as well as
by professional designers. Whereas design in everyday life is concerned with improvements of
one’s own practices of living, professional design targets larger communities. Whereas design in
everyday live tends to introduce variations of existing categories – a proudly redesigned living
room is still a living room, and developing one’s own identity tends to end up being describable
in tern of occupational or psychological categories. Professional designers have to be aware of
the categories used among ordinary folks but need not be constrained by them. Professional
design exceeds the kind of design practices used in everyday life, the resources it connects, the

scope their innovations affect, and the extent to which it can be held accountable by those who
have a stake in what it does.
While mystics, prophets, and futurists all talk of future happenings. However, the discourse of
professional designers concerns realizable plans of actions that promise something new, called a
design. A design needs to be ahead of its time jet be justifiable in available term to those
instrumental in realizing it. Design research, conducted appropriately, needs to provide the
required justifications.
To not mislead, one has to realize that design research that is modeled after the research practices
in the natural sciences, theorizing observations of what is, has the effect of conserving the past,
at best distinguishing desirable from undesirable conditions of living, but not leading out of
problematic conditions. Design research that supports design activities has to explore
 Practices of living within changes are possible and desirable, largely found in popular
narratives of burdensome conditions as well as of desirable futures worth striving for.
 The material resources available for creating and sustaining a design, the potentials of
new inventions and the possibilities residing in unexplored combinations of available
technologies.
 The population of stakeholders of a proposed design, whether in support, undecided, or in
opposition to its realization, the resources they respectively control and what it would
take to recruit them in support of designers’ proposal.
 Post-design research which evaluates the design methods used to develop a design by
relating them to the intended and unintended path designs have been taken.
Let me address the role of stakeholders in a design discourse. Stakeholders articulate the stakes
they have, here in a design, are willing to use their resources to support or oppose it, and need to
be motivated to act accordingly. The user of products is one of several stakeholders as defined.
Keep in mind that designers are proposers, not producers of artifacts. To make a design a reality,
designers have to enroll stakeholders into their project. User-centered design ignores the fact that
before a design can enter the lives of users, it has to pass many barriers in the form of its
stakeholders. A design discourse needs to identify potential stakeholders, enroll them into a
designer’s project, and inspire them to form cooperative networks able to move a design closer to
becoming the proposed reality. In my experiences, designers spent most of their times preparing
presentations to convince those who matter. This may start with efforts to turn fellow designers
into collaborators, allies, and advocates for a design; convince possible manufacturers of the
benefits producing it; invite engineers to find solutions to remaining problems; assure bankers of
high returns on their investment in developing the design; bring advertisers and sales people to
see markets for it; and satisfy government regulations and various advocates with concerns
ranging from environmental impacts, political consequences, and safety for users. The interest
and abilities of such stakeholders of a design precede those of the ultimate users. A design
discourse that is unable to enroll the needed stakeholders into a designers’ proposal fails its
design.
The motivations for becoming a supportive stakeholder is rarely only financial, political, or
aesthetic. Stakeholders have specialties and are diversely motivated. However, the most
important motivation comes from being able to creatively contribute to a design. This is why the
ability to delegate a design is an important condition for its success. A design that has a chance
of succeeding must provide sufficient space for its stakeholders to enter their own contributions.

This goes all the way down to the users who, together with friends, acquaintances, and coworkers, tend to cherish designs they are able to interpret and use in their own terms. Moreover,
almost all uses of artifacts take place in public, in the presence of bystanders who judge whether
artifacts are handled correctly and verbally or physically intervene when they are not.
J. Gibson called the spaces that designers have to provide to those interacting with their designs:
affordances. For a design – product, practice, or interface – to be usable it has to afford the
conceptions that users bring to it. In an era of digitalization and abundance of usable
technological devices, designers can no longer focus on optimizing the functionality of products,
they have to consider whether and how their design affords existing user conceptions. The word
affordance is new but not its manifestations. A blank piece of writing paper affords writing
anything on it within spatial limitations. The telephone affords speakers of any language to
communicate. Roads afford being used by many kinds of vehicles. Spoons, designed to be used
at a dinner table, can serve as a measuring device, to stir the contents of a pot, to crack an egg,
and so on. Observe what children can do with one.
Whether a design is in the process of passing through networks of stakeholders essential for its
realization or has reached their users, the importance of the materiality of artifacts is always
secondary to what they mean to those involved. We interact with technological artifacts always
according to how we conceive them. The epistemological problem for designers is due to the
empirical fact that potential stakeholders and users of any design may bring an enormous variety
of conceptions to designed artifacts, far more than designers can imagine. They may design a
writing utensil and call it a pen. However, it could also serve as a bookmark, a promotional gift,
a projectile, or as a tool for making holes, prying something open, even stubbing to kill someone.
Conceiving of something that an artifact cannot afford may not be merely disappointing, it can
harm their users. Most accidents are due to that mismatch. Perhaps more important is someone’s
reliance on affordances that nobody else could imagine and is therefore unable to address. For
example, using a truck, conceived of for transporting goods, as weapons to kill people, promoted
by ISIS terrorists, or flying a plane into the World Trade Center on 9/11, finds people at the
mercy of unforeseen but in principle foreseeable possibilities.
I see four primary aims of contemporary design:
1. Expanding affordances. This enables people to use designed artifacts with a greater
diversity of conceptions. It effectively democratizes technology. It provides diverse
communities access to material artifacts in their own terms and counters the unintended
consequence of industrial production of homogenizing populations. It also enables
designers to consider undoing social barriers between information rich and information
poor, between privileged and underprivileged communities, and of taboos. Expanding
affordances also invites new kinds of communities to emerge and stay viable. For
example, the internet, accessible by cell phones has enabled not only specialized
discussion group, but decentralized and globalized businesses. Expanding affordances
brings previously unimaginable works in view.
2. Restricting socially undesirable and individually dangerous affordances of technologies.
Conceptually this may seem to oppose the forgoing. However, there is much agreement
on individually harmful and socially disabling uses of available technologies. For
designers to be able to restrict the use of affordances with undesirable consequences is
limited by having to be aware of them. What happened on 9/11 in New York was not

imaginable before it happened. Not all affordances can be restricted. As long as guns are
used for hunting, they can also be used to kill people. There are serious discussions of
how to make the latter less likely, for example by limiting the ability to use a gun by
those whose fingerprints do not match their licensed owners. Restricting affordances is
far from new. House keys that prevent unauthorized individuals from entering one’s
home are of ancient origin and widely used. Containers for medications that children
have difficulty to open is universally welcomed. In industry, safety measures that prevent
workers from harm are common. The design of automobiles with safety features have
already protected inattentive drivers from getting into trouble. Efforts to prevent the
dissemination of hate speech on social media are currently debated in the United States,
and so are measures to prevent robots from undermining democratic processes,
supposedly allowing citizens equal participation.
3. Facilitating that users find the most efficient uses of artifacts and steer them away from
what would get them into serious trouble. This strategy is the more traditional one. It
relies on adjusting uses of ordinary language, including visual or verbal signs that users
are familiar with, at least to start. Designers seeking to rely on such strategies have to
look for stable and unfailing habits of interpreting and reacting to them. Good examples
are found in the designs of computer interfaces. Inasmuch as computers are too complex
to be understood by ordinary users, and the number of their affordances are beyond
comprehension, designers have to make the use of computers comprehensible. The
development of interface conventions is a response that goes back to the origins of
personal computing. Already children point to what they want. Clicking on icons is like
touching the keys of a piano and moving objects is basic to all forms of living. Designers
brought these three operations together. The conception of editing, cutting, pasting, and
filing documents is part of the well-established paper world. Metaphors that draw on
what is widely known, invariable handled, and easily visualized are good candidates for
guiding users through complexities that would otherwise escape their comprehension.
These originally linguistic devices do not need to represent what is going on inside a
computer, they relate primarily to how the affordable use of a computer can be
conceptualized. When the icon of a document is dragged to that of a trash can, users
assume they have discarded the document. The fact that computer memories work
differently may surface when criminal investigators are able to retrieve all discarded
documents. Computer interface designers have also managed to enable conceptions that
users could only dream of but never experience: the idea of reversing the path to a serious
mistake without losing everything. Users may also be misguided by icons and scripts they
interpret not as intended. Suggesting an affordance that is not there can get users lost or
in trouble. Conversely, it is possible to deliberately deviate from uses that designers had
intended and taking advantage of unintended affordances. The use of spyware, malware,
appropriation of personal data are examples for which interface and hardware designers
have no immediate remedy.
4. Advancing design discourse, which is the professional language of designers that enables
them to knowingly navigate affordances and relate them not only to user conception but
also to what inspires them to get involved in designers’ projects. Mobilizing stakeholder
networks to realize a design, requires communication about not yet existing practices,
elaborates promises of future rewards, and as suggested above, opens spaces for
stakeholders to realize their visions. A design discourse that enables considering these

new design objectives has to be sufficiently rich to embrace the indigenous language of
stakeholders and users, undistorted by designers’ intentions. I mentioned that ordinary
users of artifacts, to which I would add the designers of the functionalist past, typically
find themselves confined by linguistic categories, metaphors, and narratives of the world
they see themselves as occupying. Designing automobiles, libraries, or businesses
complies with the conceptions of what a car, a library, or a business typically is. A design
discourse that focuses on affordances needs to consider the multiplicity of conceptions
that users could possibly bring to a proposed design and be cognizant of the affordances
that technologies provide.
As already mentioned, one target of design research are the possibilities that people can
envision and would be willing to explore if made available. It calls for methods to
analyze popular literature, conversations, discourse, including inviting stakeholders to
participate in design teams. Inasmuch as all languages have domains in which
alternatives are conceivable and others not, design research has to transcend
investigations of potential stakeholders and particular designs. Stakeholders are
continuously learning human beings and the artifacts designers propose rarely ever stand
on their own feet. Design research has to attend to how people connect designs to
available resources and the artifacts already available and developed by other designers.
Obvious examples are the use of personal computers. Human interfaces with one
computer invariably connects it to other computers, to the Internet and much of the
digital world. The affordances of one computer expands by its connections to other
devices, to a larger population of users, and to informational resources. Design discourse
has to be able to treat design as introducing innovations into very large technological
networks that connect communities with each other and set a dynamic in motion that is
difficult to track but has to be considered with each proposal that is hoped to matter.
A design discourse, unlike that of other disciplines on the one hand, and unlike of ordinary talk
by embracing it, is the backbone of designers to do their work of designing affordances and
encouraging people to utilize them in their own terms.

5 – Do you see ethical concerns in discourse-informed design?
The short answer is yes. However, the answer is more complex.
Historically, the Bauhaus celebrated and justified mass production ethically but failed to
recognize that mass production also created an industrial complex favorable to the very
oppressive regime it fell victim of.
The shift from industrial design to user-centered design was not motivated by ethical concerns.
Psychologists noted that the design criteria of manufacturers, focusing on appearances and sales,
neglected attention to the needs, emotions, and experiences of end users.
Universal design is a design philosophy with explicit ethical ambitions. It defines good design as
accessible to and meeting the needs of the greatest number of users, ideally all people, regardless
of age, ability, wealth, gender, race, and ethnicity. Good intentions aside, this definition remains
supportive of industrial interests in creating the largest possible markets, and is based on a
psychological conception of individual end users which I consider flawed for three reasons:

First is the myth of end users. When artifacts cease to work as expected, they tend to be repaired,
recycled, discarded, or pollute the environment. All of these states of retirement from
instrumental use of artifacts are attended to by stakeholders with special interests, not the typical
target of designs. End users exists only in the limited understanding of how the consequences of
proposing designs flow through society. One aim of design research is to examine the paths
particular designs have taken. Learning from post-design research puts designers in a loop
without final destinations
Second, users rarely ever act alone. Even if they use an artifact at a moment of solitary
confinement, they have learned how to use it from others, are held accountable for their conduct
by other stakeholders, and conceptualize what they do in the language of their community.
Psychologizing of individual users omits the social context of use, including of other
technologies.
Third, and in the light of foregoing, all designs afford multiple interpretations, resignifications,
and play diverse roles in different communities. The idea of universal accessibility of designs to
all people fails to note the diversity of communities and meaning that artifacts can acquire. I
would go further to say it is the diversity of artifacts used in diverse discourse communities is
what keeps a society viable.
Elsewhere, I advocated for an ethical imperative for designers. I suggested that:
Designs proposed for the benefit of targeted communities
should not harm members of other communities.
This ethical imperative calls on designers to employ a perspective larger than their clients, to pay
attention not only to the intended and paid for results of their designs, but also to the unintended
harm designs could inflict on the wellbeing of other communities. In practice, this larger
perspective is easier claimed than realized. Usually, unintended consequences become evident
only after designed artifacts have been adopted and set in motion. However, when non-user
communities are known, the imperative suggests designers to elicit the voices of stakeholders
from these communities, and not launching designs that knowingly undermine or deprivilege
their members.
To avoid possible misapplications of this ethical imperative, consider that corporations are not
people. They cannot speak nor judge the gains or losses resulting from adopting a design. Their
employees do. Any design that gives manufacturers a competitive advantage does so at the
expense of other manufacturers. The innovations that designs introduce may drive noncompetitive corporations out of existence and encouraged viable social forms to emerge. When
corporations disintegrate, their employees may look for other jobs. But individuals do not
disintegrate that way. Keeping this fundamental difference in mind, the ethical imperative stands.
It respects the diversity of language uses, habits, competencies, aspirations of and benefits to
individual members of coexisting communities.

Interviewed on October 10, 2018

